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ABSTRACT 

The 1994 Aspen Institute Roundtable on Information 
Technology began as a look at the changing nature of the home. In 
building scenarios of the "new home," the participants expressed many 
significant insights into issues of personal identity, 
community-building, and setting boundaries in our lives and 
environments. This report captures many of those insights and 
observations. It is intended to be a catalyst for readers to 
understand the consequences of the trends in communications and 
information technologies, to think more about these issues, and to 
consider appropriate new actions to take as individuals, as workers, 
and as citizens to have better lives and communities. The report 
first concentrates on the impact that electronic networks might have 
on the future of communities, geographical and virtual. A second 
major theme explored is that of changes in personal identity 
occasioned by electronic networking in both the physical spaces of 
home and geographical community, on the one hand, and the virtual 
communities called MUDs ("Multi-User Domain") and MOOs (MUDs using 
Object-Oriented computer code), on the other. A third area of focus 
is that of the changing nature of intermediaries in democratic 
societies. The areas of public policy that are ripe for review are 
described in the last section of the report. A paper entitled, "The 
New Intermediaries" (Charles M. Firestone), and a list of conference 
participants are appended. (MAS) 
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Foreword 



As the United States and other countries contend with the 
dcN'elopment of information and communications infrastructures 
for the next cenfuiy, a \ ariety of societal and personal issues arise. 
The Third Annual Aspen Institute Roundtahle on Information 
Technology, held in Aspen, Colorado, August 1^21, 1994 began as 
a look at the changing nature of the home. But in building scenarios 
of the new home, participants bared many significant insights into 
more interesting issues of personal identit\-, community-building, 
and setting boundaries in our lives and environments. 

This report captures many of those insights and obser\-ations. 
It is intended to be a catalyst for readers to understand, as much 
as possilile, the consequences of the trends in communications and 
information technologies, to think more about the,se issues, and to 
consider appropriate new actions that we might take as indi\ iduais, 
as workers, and as citizens to have lietter liv es and communities. 

One participant commented that a successful conference is to 
have one new insight that is actionable. Hach year the Roundtaiile 
has progressed in its deli\'er\' of actionable insights. David Bolliefs 
task and mission, in writing this report, is to capture and contextualize 
the many thoughtful interventions and profound observations of 
the conference participants in a wa\- ih.at is useful to the lay reader. 

Previous Roundtables 

Kach year this Roundtable on lnfomiatit)n Technology has 
brought together a diverse group of leaders anti experts in 
technology, business, government, academia, and the non-profit 
.sector to look broadly at .some of the conse(iuenivs of tlie rapid 
atlvancement of information and communications tt'chnologies. 
The cast changes each year, returning only a relativ ely small cadre 
of participants for continuity from year to year. 
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The first year, following a presentation by physicist Murray 
Gell-Mann, the application of theories of self-organizing complex 
adaptive systems captivated the thinking of the group. How do 
these theses, generally labelled "complexity theory," apply to the 
societal impact of these new technologies? The results of the 
meetirig are reported in David Bollier's We Information Evolution: 
How I^ew Information Technologies are Spurring Complex Patterns 
of Change (Jhe Aspen Institute, 1992). 

In 1993, the Roundtable sought to carry forward the thinking 
begun in the first meeting and apply it to issues of democratic 
governance and the workplace. In The Promise and Perils of 
Emerging Information Technologies (The Aspen Institute, 1993), 
Bollier reports on the deliberations. Of particular interest that year 
was the concept of "infomied participation," introducted by par- 
ticipant John Seely Brown, in which a certain degree of synergy 
between knowledge and participation is required for effectiveness 
in either being informed or an effective participant. Brown and two 
colleagues illustrated how the new electronic technologies en- 
hanced this process in a series of scenarios entitled, "Toward 
Informed Participation: Six Scenarios in Search of Democracy in 
the Electronic Age," xVhich are appended to that Report. 

The 1994 Roundtable 

This year, the Roundtable sought to explore the changes in 
lifestyle arising from the electronic connection of the home to the 
outside world. As the organizers set the stage for the meeting to 
the participants; 

In the Twentieth Centuiy, the home has Isecome a respite 
from the commerce c^f work and public life, a place where 
one can pull back from the world, enjoy one's personal 
privacy, familial relations, and individual pursuits. Increas- 
ingly, however, people will be able to work, learn, pray, 
shop, participate in civic events, and even vote at home. 
This may allow for many more opportunities of individual 
participation in communities and activities from the home, 
in more leisure time, and possibly in more productive time 
at home. But it may also rai.se other questions aliout the 
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quality of one's life. The separation of work and leisure 
could evaporate, and the meaning of privacy, home, and 
community could change significantly. 

The Roundtable then sought to build .scenarios to addre.ss how 
the connection of a .superhighway of information to the home 
might reflect on one's personal identity and the changing nature of 
communities. It also focused on intermediary- in.stitutions and 
functions in our society. Connecting this year's topic to prior ones, 
participants considered how these intermediaries might survive, 
change, adapt, and emerge in order to ser\'e the needs of 
individuals and communities of the coming decade. 

To help participants with these questions, Peter Schwartz, busi- 
ne.ss consultant and author of The Art qf the Long View, joined the 
Roundtable and led an exercise in building scenarios. These helped 
in eliciting some of the many insights contained in the en.suing 
Report. Ve also distributed a number of background readings among 
which was my truncated piece entitled. The New Intermediaries, 
appended to this report, which begins to explore the significance 
of the changing nature of intermediary institutions in our society. 

The Report 

Bollier's report reorganizes the material and discussion of the 
Roundtable to be more cohesive and coherent to the reader who 
was not pre.sent at the meeting. In so doing, he concentrates first 
on the impact that electronic networks might have on the future of 
communities, geographical and virtual. What in fact con.stitutes a 
"community " in the future world of electronic-mediation? What are 
the e.ssential ingredients? How do the virtual and geographical 
communities interrelate, or will they "recombine" as one partici- 
pant suggested? What impact do electronic networks have on the 
nature of one's relationship.s? 

A second major theme explored by participants was that of 
changes in personal identity occasioned by electronic networking 
in both the physical spaces of home and geographical community, 
on the one hand, and the virtual communities called Ml'Ds and 
MOOs (defined and explained in the report), on the other. Again. 
Bolliei s mission here is to weave the obserx'ations and insights of 
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the participants into a contextual whole. Themes begin to repeat 
from those that arose in the section on communities: for example, 
the blurring of boimdaries between the physical and virtual, 
between self and machine, and between .ser\'ing one's .self and 
responsibility to others. 

A third area of focus, one that I personally find most significant 
and have been trying to address in various contexts, is that of the 
changing nature of intermediaries in democratic societies. (See 
Appendix.) Who are the new mediating forces in the emerging 
world of electronic mediation and what are the functions that they 
will play? What are the deficiencies, subtle and apparent, that await 
u.s? The contributions of the participants to this subject are 
noteworthy, and should spark additional work in the field. (This 
will be a major focus of the Fourth Annual Roundtable in the 
summer of 199^ entitled, "Electronic Commerce: New Intermedi- 
aries in the Knowledge Economy,") 

The Roundtable did not end with a .series of ob.servations, 
hovk-ever. Rather, the final sessions of the meeting spelled out the 
areas of policy that are ripe for review. The.se are described in the 
la.st section of the Report. While it is not the function of the 
Roundtable to suggest an>- specific action at this point, this may 
ver)' well be an area of clo.ser attention in future meetings. 

The Report captures many intere.sting new obser\'ations on the 
exciting new world ahead of us. 1 suspect that these will spark 
other ideas relating to this subject matter. The Aspen Institute 
Vk'ould like to hear from those who would like to share these new- 
insights with us. 
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The Future of Community and Personal 
Identity in the Coming Electronic Culture 

David Bollier 



As new electronic technologies continue to insinuate them- 
selves into American life, they are prompting many far-reaching 
changes: new business practices, new patterns of social interac- 
tion, new personal haliits. In trying to understand these changes, 
students of the "digital future" tend to focus on trends affecting 
markets, technology and public policy — all important drivers of 
change, to be sure. 

Yet it is increasingly becoming clear that there are other 
influential forces at work, forces which can only be described as 
personal, social and cultural. A "creative negotiation" is occurring 
as new technologies and people are thrown together. In unpredict- 
aiile ways, people variously accommodate themselves to the new 
systems, balk at them, and/or deploy them in creative new ways. 
In the proce.ss, the very terms of community and personal life are 
being changed. But how? And in what discernible patterns? Can we 
better plan the design and deployment of new electronic technolo- 
gies so that they will have a more constaictive .social, civic and 
personal impact? 

To explore this little-understood realm and suggest .some 
fruitful lines of further inquity. The Aspen In.stitute's Communica- 
tions and Society Program brought together a diverse group of 27 
experts: top executives from computer and .software companies, 
information .scientists, market re.search analysts, investors, public 
policy leaders, educators, and consultants. The conference, the 
third annual Aspen hnstitute Roundtable on Information Technol- 
ogy, was moderated by Charles Firestone, Director of The Aspen 
Institute's Communications and Society Program. 
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2 ThK FlTl RK OF COMMl Nin AND PkRSONAL lOENTin' l.N THE COMISG Eu-aROMC CnTlRK 

One key lesson of the gathering was that "soft" human factors 
will play at least as pivotal a role in the e\'okition of the new 
information technologies as the more obvious "hard" factors of 
economics, technology and public policy. Obser\'ers of the new 
technologies imi.st begin to take cognizance of this fact by 
beginning to imagine pro\ isional new "mental rnaps" for imder- 
standing this domain. Too often, noted Peter Schwartz, President 
of Global Business Network, a con.siilting firm, we unwittingly rely 
upon obsolete mental maps that mi.sdirect our energies. He cited 
the land maps u.sed by .Spaniards from 1605 to 1685 which depicted 
California as an island. Despite firsthand testimony to the contra r\-, 
mi.ssionaries relied upon the erroneous maps and actually hauled 
their boats o\-er the Sierras expecting to find water. "Once you 
believe a rnap, it is \eiy. \er\- hard to change." Schwartz noted. 
"That's the problem we face today. How do you break out of a 
mental map? It's a profound .struggle." The problem is particularly 
acute for "experts." .said Schwartz, because they tend to be in\-e.sted 
in existing men'al maps and are thus more resi.stant to entertaining 
alternative oi^es. 

A key goal of this conference, then, was to explore how per- 
sonal p.sychology. family dynamics and social relationships are 
shaping the new technologies, and \icc-\"ersa. Admittedlv, the 
body of empirical information for charting this imfamiliar terrain 
is .still .somewhat fragmcntan." and speculative. Yet in the course 
of the conference it became abtmdantly clear that future mental 
maps of the electronic wodd need to incorporate inany significant 
new lane' narks. 

I. THE FUTURE OF COMMUNITY 

in asses.sing the impact of new electronic technologies, it is 
cu.stomary to consider how they affect individuals, or collections 
of indi\ iduals. ^'et .some of the mo.st con.secjuential effects are on 
the slnicliiriii}) (i/connniiiiily liji'. and therefore on liie kinds of 
individLial behaviors that can take root and develop. Just as urixin 
design or zoning laws affect how communities evolve and the 
spectrum of indi\idual opportunities, .so it is v\ith the new 
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electronic technologies. Computer networks, the Internet, elec- 
tronic mail and intelligent agents — among other new systems — are 
changing the stnictures of existing communities. Ihey are intro- 
ducing novel forms of public space, social communication and 
personal relationships. lhe\' are helping to create new types 
communities that transcend the space, lime simultaneity of ordi- 
nary personal encounters — yet which are not strictly di\ orced froir. 
"real life" either. How are we to understand these hybrids? What 
are some of the long-term social implications of the new .systems? 

New Varieties of Technology-Mediated Community 

The \arieties of technology-mediated community aie rich, 
experimental and expanding. But as hybrid communities that can 
exist simultaneously within se\eral \ectors (i.e., face-lo-face, 
geographic regions, cyberspace), it can be difficult to undensland 
how these •mutant" electronic communities really function. Per- 
haps the most notable feature of these new communities is their 
plasticity and voluntaiy nature. "There^s a .struggle going on 
between communities being defined for indi\ iduals and indi\-idu- 
ally defined communities." said Ray Lane, President of Worldwide 
Operations for the Oracle Corporation, "'rhe communities of the 
19=i0s and early 1960s were generally more .stable and defined. Hut 
now we have much greater choice and tlexibility in defining our 
own comnuinities." 

One prime example of such a self-defined community is 
SeniorNcl. an online network of nearly ",800 older people in the 
United States and Canada. The members of SeniorNel use their 
computers to overcome the .sen.se of isolation that often altlicls 
elderly people. Some members carry on their online relationships 
in person as well; others interact only online. Hut e\ en in the latter 
ca.ses SeniorNet members often develop quite meaningful and 
cwn intimate relationships online. 

When the sy.'^tem first got underway, "it seemed a little cold," 
said Maiy S. Furlong, I'residenl of SeniorNet. "So we created a 
•hearth" where people could get together online. A "'()-year-old man 
decided to become the bartender, and they call it their Online 
Cheers."" SeniorNel has many of the characteri.slics of a local 
community. It hosts welcoming events, celebrates anniver.san- 
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parties and mourns when one of its member? dies. But SeniorNet 
is not just about overcoming social isolation, said Furlong, but also 
about folding new ways to encourage the civic participation and 
use the formidable talents of eldedy people in interacting with 
other, larger communities, such as national politics. 

Another flourishing electronic community is the WELL, an online 
community of 12,000 users who live in the San Francisco Bay Area. 
There is a great sense of common purpose and mutual support 
among WELL users, reports Peter Schwartz. For example, when the 
WELL wanted to upgrade its computer system to improve service, 
it asked users to make pledges to help with t.ie financing. Within 
24 hours, the WELL had received sufficient advance sub,scriptions. 
"It was the community responding to itself," said Schwartz. 

One reason for such loyalty and commitment, he obsen'ed, is 
the geographical proximity of most of the members of the virtual 
community. They interact with each other not just electronically 
but also face-to-face. The replicability of the WELL community will 
be tested soon, as its nev.- owner. Baice Katz, seeks to establish a 
series of WELLs in other metropolitan areas. Schwartz noted that 
the WELL model could be contrasted with the very different way 
that Prodigy or other on-line service subscribers interact with each 
other. Prodigy users function more as atomistic consumers, he 
suggested, than as a mutually supportive community whose 
members feel a passionate collective ownership in its activities. 

Electronic mail is another robust technology-mediated vehicle 
for building community. Although some people complain that e- 
mail filters out the richness of face-toface and even telephonic com- 
munication, others argue that e-mail enhances personal relation- 
ships. Ray Lane recounts, "I know of several relationships that were 
enhanced by their not having face-to-face contact. People could 
not express themselves face-to-face, but they could do ,s(j electroni- 
cally." E-mail even helped Lane revive a relationship with his sister, 
frcmi whom he had grcwn apart — a relationship that was difficult 
to nurture over the telephone. Another conference participant said 
that e-mail was an important vehicle in courting his future wife. 

One of the more experimental, ,still-evolving genres of elec- 
tronic communities are the MlIDs ("Multi-User Domain") and MOOs 
(MUDs using Object-Oriented computer code). These communi- 
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ties exist in cyberspace only, and revolve around assumed perso- 
nas that computer users create for themselves in virtual spaces. 
While many MUDs are organized around a game or fantasy theme 
— cyl^erpunk conversations, "Dungeons and Dragons" sorcery and 
other role-playing — there are also MUDs devoted to quite serious 
and personal topics, such as sexual abuse. In essence, MUDs allow 
computer users to explore facets of their personalities in interactions 
with others, tb ough a protective cloak of anonymity. Whether the 
communities are based on fantasy-play, intimate confessions or 
general discussion, the human relationships are real in the sense 
that they can have actual emotional consequences, both positive 
and negative. The functioning of MUDs and MOOs have been 
likened to the elaborate masquerade balls of the 18th Century. 

\XVltheTechnolog\'FosterCommunityorIsolation:'''^h\\fi there 
is little que.stion that information technologies can foster positive 
kinds of community, many participants worried that they can just 
as easih promote isolation and alienation. "I'm concerned that 
interacti\ e technology will be just as isolating as passive broadcast 
tele\'isi(jn," admitted Waring Partridge, Chief Strategy Officer of 
AT&T Multimedia Products and Ser\'ices Group. "We may be 
mo\-ing down a path where people ;-:ay, 'I'll ha\'e my [software] 
agent call your agent.' People will just drop out of the loop at some 
point. That's my nightmare." 

But does the technology necessarily lead in this direction? Like 
many obser\'ers, Gary Lauder, Chairman of ICTV, Inc., an interac- 
ti\e television company, believes that the technology is more or 
less neutral; it does not inhei-ently promote either community or 
isolation: "There is a risk that people may cloi.sterthem.selves more, 
but in general, technology gives people more of what they want. 
If you want to be an isolationist, it will enable you to spend more 
of your time that way and enjoy it more, but most people, by their 
nature, are social animals," he said. "People will simply use the 
technology- to find partners for tennis games, commuting or dates. 
The technology enhances the selection proce.ss." 

To this. Waring Partridge demurred: "1 don't belie\e that 
technology gi\ es you more of what you want. It gives you more 
of what you're familiar with. That's the problem. It limits your 
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expcrit'nce and gi\ es you more of tliat expcrient e. Which is whv 
there is siicii a need for introducing serendipity' into riie electronic 
uni\ eise," But this may i)e putting matters too simplistically, also, 
objected jeny Murdock of the Aspen Teehnologx- Group: "While 
some technology is limiting, just the fact that you can make more 
connections is, in my definition, adding to the richness of your life. " 

A critical question then becomes. When does technology 
enhance the richness of life and when does it diminish life? The use 
of sophisticated technologies, by itself, is not necessarily more 
.satisfying to people. Consider the nai\e fantasies of some technolo- 
gists who aspire, for example, to infUall "card-swiping" credit-card 
machines everywhere (ski lifts, vending machines), o.stensibly to 
make transactions more convenient. Is that what people really 
want? "No." suggested Dr. .Michael Hawley, Assi.stant Profe.s.sor of 
Computer Science and Engineering at the .Ma.s.sachusetts lastitute 
of Technology. "People want a .sy.stem that knows .something about 
them and has a little personality — like the doorman who.se job It 
is to remember your name," 

This desire for human connection, the building of community, 
is arguably what mo.st needs to be culti\ ated. said Go\ ernorGa.ston 
Caperton of West \'irginia: "We ha\ e to u.se this technology .so it 
won"t further i.solate children and families within their own little 
world." he .saitl. "We ha\e to show that indi\iduals haw a 
responsibility to a group larger than them.seh es. that we ha\ e an 
inlertlependence. We ha\ e a real lack of that. We need .something 
to enrich the .soul, human spirit or communilv." 

Participants agreed that the yearning of Americans for a greater 
.sen.se of community is pronouncetl. It can be seen e\ en in the un- 
likely context of the Q\"C Home. Shopping Network. Peter .Schwartz 
notetl that the average \ iewer of Q\ C watches for S6 hours before 
making his or her first purchase. Why? "Because un;il they feel part 
of the Q\'C comnuinily, they don'i feel ready to buy. Schwartz 
•said. In deploying new technok)gies, one important le.s.son .seems 
to be the potency of the .social impulse :uk1 the neetl to tonnect 
with others. This may help explain why direct-mail catalog 
shopping has been a ielali\ e failure in luirope and North Africa; it 
has no .social tlimcnsion, a conspicuous deficiency for Europeans 
accu.slometl to the .social antl .sensoiy pleasures of shopping. 



What Makes for Community? 

The rise of" so many unusual tedinology-mediated communi- 
ties Wrings to the forefront the cjuestion: What makes for commu- 
nity? 1 low docs one define ■ commurity" when electronic technolo- 
gies arc bringing together di\ erse strangers from around the globe 
in novel ways? 

The Role ofCk'dfiniph v in (jx'tilin^ Coninuinily. "There was a 
time." ohseiA'ed Schwartz, ■when work, neighborhoods, .schools 
and church were all geographically proximate, so it was natural 
that you knew your neighbors and the community. Then, as work 
moved beyond the community, friendships began to build up 
around work, resulting in an extended geographical community. 
Now, work has extended globally." 

All this means that community often has le.ss to do witii 
geography than with other factors, Charles Firestone of The Aspen 
Institute noted: " A lot of people ha\ e \ eiy superficial relationships 
with their geograi')hie neighbors e\ en though they see them all the' 
time, yet have \ en' close relationships with professional colleagues 
who they may only see occasionally." One participant confirmed 
this, pointing out that she feels more personally connected to .some 
geographically dispersed jx'ople attending tiie conference than to 
others who are nominally her colleagues at .VHT. Hill Mitchell, Dean 
of the MIT School of Architecture and iManning. indicated that this 
phenomenon is becoming cjuite common, "because we are aggre- 
gating expertise in a \ ery different way totla\", A research project 
pulls together expertise in a non-geograi')hic way. This is occurring 
in all the professions today." 

The larger dynamic going on here is the u.se of technology to 
gain greater control owrsixu e and time, as Dr. c;raig I'ields, former 
Cihairman anti c;hief [{xecutice Officer of the .Microelectronics and 
Computer Technology Corporation pointed out. One could cite 
many exami')les: .store-and-forward telei')lionc calling, an.swering 
machines. \ideo-()n-demand, time-shifting on \"CRs, \()ice mail, 
electronic mail. 'IVchnologies are hel|-)ing to erode the notion of 
iocation-tiri\ en communilies," said Fields. The resulting 
di.scontinuitics in how we cxix-riencc space and time i')r()ducc 
patterns of living that have .some strange c|ualities, John Scely 
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Brown, Xerox Chief Scientist and Director of the Xerox Corporation's 
Palo Alto Research Center (PARC), noted: "There i.s this tension 
between lieing lost in a familiar (geographical) place and being 
located in an extended (electronic) space." The coinniLinities now 
emerging in cyberspace ha\ e their own distinct x.-haractenstics, but 
bear a resemblance to "a kind of extended family." 

While geography may be relati\'ely less important to the 
definition of comniLinity today, it is cenainly not irrele\'ant. xMitchell 
cautioned li .;t it Ls simplistic to bifurcate our analysis into acti\'i- 
ties that are site-specific and acti\'ities that are not. The future 
deployment of technologies will be based on n fragmentcition and 
rccomhincition of site-ba.se'"! and non-site-based activities, with a 
comjilicated logic that remains murky for the moment. 

"You see this \ en' clearK' in banks," said Mitchell by way of 
iUu.stration. "Once, the Ixink was a building on Main Street. It 
housed the l")ank's operations and its physical presence played an 
important symbolic role in representing the pow er and prestige of 
the institution in the community. Now banks are fundamentally a 
network of automatic teller machines. The physical pieces ha\ e 
been recombined in different jilaces. .Most of them do not sit on 
Main Street any more; they are in office building lobbies, student 
unions, airports, supermarkets and e\ en in police .station lobbies. 
W e see a recombination of the fragments with a \ er>- different kind 
of .spatial logic." 

Just because electronic technologies can o\'ercome geographic 
distances does not mean that geography no longer matters. 
"Geography doesn't go away," said Mitchell. "The logic of it ju.st 
gets redefined — and for a \ ery fundamental reason: Our bodies 
need to be jiarked somew here, and we're not indifferent to that." 
VCe should not be deluded into thinking that our involvement in 
di\'erse "site-based material i^roce.sses" (.schools, business, shop- 
ping, etc.) will simply wither away, cautioned Mitchell. A good 
example, he .said, is the restaurant, which links a complex material 
l^roce.ss to a \ er\' particular site. "The restaurant is not disajijiear- 
ing," .said Mitchell. "Material po.s.se,ssions don't go away. The need 
for direct human care and supeiA'ision don't go away. The logic of 
place-ba.sed acti\ ity remains. But it seems to me what hajijiens is 
that a lot of contiguity requirements that traditionally exist — 
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relations lielween particular spaces — cio go awa\" [as electronic 
technologies are introduced]. So you get a Fragmentation of 
traditional architectural forms, and a recoml)ination of the pieces 
in different kinds of structures. " 

Mitchell foresees i recombination of place-based acti\ ities 
with activities that occur -n \ irtual places. The geography and logic 
of this recoml")ination, hovve\'er. is A ery. \'eiy complicated." said 
Mitchell. "Forme, as an arcliitect, the real que.stion is: How dotlie.se 
two sy.stem.s — place-lxised acti\ ities and activities in cyiierspace — 
map'onto each other?" As more consumers buy e\'er-m()re-\'aried 
electronic technologies, he predicts, tlie fragmentation and recom- 
bination of functions are likely to extend to households as well. 

What Soils vf Relationships Make a Coniiiiiiiiily-' Does it make 
.sen.se even to u.se the term ■community" in the conte.xl of 
cylierspace? After all. the kinds of interpersonal relationships in 
technology-mediated communities are tjuite different from those 
of conventional communities. In the latter, people share the same 
geographic location, common experiences, face-to-tace encoim- 
ters and a fairly heterogeneous m.ix of \ alues. But cylier-conimu- 
nities do not necessarily share any of the.se features. 

For jern' Murdock, the indispensible condition of a community 
is mutual empathy. While the members of many affinity groups in 
cyberspace do ha\'e such empathy for each other, the groups are 
generally quite .segmented, .said .Murdock. Indi\ iduals interact w ith 
very distinct groups (co-workers, like-niintled aficionados, casual 
friends) in which they express fairly n;uTow aspects of their 
pensonality or interests. "The old .sen.se of the term community" 
was richer and more nuilti-dimensional than the "communities" of 
the electronic worki. which tend to lie more fragmented and 
limited." he .said. 

To Dr. Jorge Schement, .A.s.sociate Prote.s.sor at the School of 
("lommunication. Iniormation and i.ibran,' .Sciences at Rutgers 
Lhiiversity. the es.sential nature of all communities has always been 
relationships. But, as he points out, we often misunderstand 
community as focusingon geography. Schement looks at it another 
way: "It may make sense to (.liiTereiitiate betw eeii prinuiiy rckitioii- 
shi/.)s. in which you know a person in multiple dimensions, aiul 
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st'coiidaiy rc'latk))i$hips. ia w hich you know a person in a single, 
or only a few, dimensions," The communities in cyberspace, .said 
Schenient, "are really niade up of secondaiy relationships." This is 
all well and good, he continued, "but to lead a non-psyehotic life, 
\-ou .still have to ha\ e priniaiy relationships. And that's the tension 
we re .seeing. W e re moving towards more eomnuinities with 
.secondary relationships and are .someluw losing our grasp on 
communities with priman,' relationshiiTs." 

But cyberspace communities do not necessary revoK e around 
".secondaiy relationships." (.)bjected i')r. Shern,- Turkle. a professor 
of sociology at .MIT and author of The Second Self: 0»npiile)S and 
Ihc Hiiinan Spirit. She cited the SeniorXeV member who. as she lay 
dving in the hospital. recei\ ed dozens of calls and cards from her 
friends from the electronic network. Her imminent death was of 
great importance to the SeniorXet community, it was emphatically 
not a .secondary relationshij-). Rather than make facile conipari.sons 
to other .s( ms of relationships, Turkle urged that electronic commu- 
nities be accepted as "a nc\^' kind of pri\ ate sjxice," 

'i here may be circum.stances in which the "technology may be 
helping us put more energy into maintaining new kinds of primaiy 
relation.ships." John Seely Brown agreed. But he al.so worries that 
the opjiosite may be occurring: the technology may be getting ".so 
good that it allows us to exploit secondaiy relationships almo.st as 
an e.xcu.se not to de\ elop primaiy relationships." 'i'his is a poten- 
tially ominous de\ elopincnt. Brown fears, because "it is not always 
clear where accountabi'ity and responsibility reside in virtual 
communities. i?y contri\ing a collectiw who.se memlK'rs may or 
may not share meaningful personal ties w ith each otiier, electronic 
technologies could be fo.stcring beha\ ior that is careless, irrespon- 
sible and even anti-.social. The simulacrum of intimacy in cyber.sixice 
ma\' induce .some peoj'jle to circunn ent the hard work of primary 
relationship.s — ju.st as .some ix'ople find it more attnicli\ e to pursue 
a .series of casual affairs rather than shoulder the hard work of 
making a marriage work. "The si>u'(/n(i non of a real community 
is a mutual respect among its members, sliared values and com- 
miiments." said Brown. "By this standard, many cybcr-communi- 
ties cannot really be consklered authentic communities. There 
mu.st be an ethos of lesi'jonsil >ility and a means of accountability." 
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The interpersonal repercussions of electronic technologies 
bear some resemblance to those effected by the telephone. l"he 
telephone can help bring indi\ iduals together, but it can also make 
it easier For them to leave each other in the First place. And the new 
technology-mediated relationship is generally not as supple and 
rich as a person-to-person relationship. Is this dynamic at work 
with electronic technologies? 

This is too narrow-minded, in the \iew of Dr. Marc Porat. 
President and CEO oF General Magic, hic. He argued that tradition- 
alists need to entertain more open-niinde(.l. Flexilile notions oF 
community: "Technology breaks down monolithic notions oF 
commLmication and makes it more personalized and customized." 
The norms of ordinary face-to-Face communities simply may not 
apply to the emerging cyberspace communities, or at least the 
correspondences are not simplistic. People are adopting new 
technologies antl using them in complex nev\' wa\s, said I'orat. 
This can be seen in the migration of electronic technologies Frcnn 
people's work li\ es to their personal li\ es. v\ hich, at least in the 
case of electronic mail, has helped make personal communicatkm 
"sweeter and sweeter and less imposing and daunting," said Porat. 
Other participants told of how their extended families, including 
techno-phobic grandparents, carry on robust, Frank, ongoing 
com ersatkms through e-mail. "The benefits and joys of maintain- 
ing relationships through technology outvseigli the anxiety. Fear 
and resentment," sakl Porat. 

II. THE NEW INTERMEDIARIES OF 

RECONFIGURED COMMUNITIES 

IF the new communities of cybersp .,ce are going to be 
Fragmented, reconFigLired \ ersions oF existing communities — as 
suggested by Pre )Fes.sor Hill Mitchell in Part 1 — then what organizing 
principles will likely propel tins e\ olution? What complicated k)gic 
will govern the organization oF virtual communities? liow will the 
sinews oF interpersonal connection work? 

A core insight emerged Froni the discu.ssioii: the C()in/>k'.\K>ii of 
lcchnalo,i{y-nu'(liak'(l coiiiiiiKitilics trill (Ic/k'ikI criliailly n/x)!! the 
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kinds (>f)K'wit!termedi(mcs that arise to bring disparate people and 
institutions together. Historically, individuals ha\ e relied upon the 
judgment, expertise and credibility of various intemiediaiy institu- 
tions such as newspapers, .schools, politicians, government agen- 
cies and professional associations and journals. Rut now, as more 
people go online, the authority and influence of these intermedi- 
aries are being challenged. hidi\iduals can acquire their own 
information quickly and directly. They can interact with each other 
freely — and with uncon\entional information sources — without 
having to rely upon traditional "gatekeepers" or intermediaries. 
This "disaggregates exi.sting organizational forms," in the words of 
Dr. Craig Fields, and diminishes the presumptive authority of 
traditional intermediaries. 

\Vh ' liberating in many v ays. this de\ elopment also creates 
new a .mdaries. Direct access to timely information does not 
necessarily make it more reliable or u.seful. People .still need an 
"agenting" process to locate information, filter it in de.sired ways, 
and synthesize and interpret it in a tru.sr^oithy fashion. There is 
little (lue.stion tliat new electronic intermetiiaries will ari.se to fill this 
\ ()id. .A.S they do, they will begin to reconfigure exi.sting patterns 
of commerce, political power, civic life and community fomiation. 

ikit as new intermediaries .start to emerge, it is important to 
consider the precise "circuitiy" of interaction that the new inter- 
mediaries allow. What kinds of personal relatkmships will be 
facilitated? W hat sorts of coliectix'e accountability and ethical 
stantiards will pre\ ail? \ low open or ckxsed will tlie community be? 
What .sorts of informatk)n will be accessible, who can join and 
under what term.s? 



Coming Soon: "Intelligent Agents" 

for the moment, the kind of intermediaries most likely to 
flourish commercially will be "intelligent agents." Although the 
concept is still in its infancy, the idea is to develop autonomous, 
cu.stomiz.able .'software agents that can gather and .synthesize 
inlormalion — and in .some cases, actually perfonn economic 
tran.sactions. "This tle\ice becomes my expression of my itientity 
in an electronic network," .sakl consultant i'cter Schwartz, "it is 
one .step removetl from 'me' .so that I lia\e the opportunity for 
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both protection and enga^^ement." But it remains to he seen. 
vSehwartz quickly added, whether it will actually be feasible to build 
such a personal agent as software; the agent may just have to be 
a human being. 

The first intelligent agent was introduced to the market in 
September 1994, when AT&T announced its new PersonaLink 
seivice. which the Wall Street Jounial d>iSi:r\hGd as "a relati\'ely 
simple way for ordinary' people to launch their own electrcmic 
servants into the ether. Those agents will communicate with agents 
of other people or of m'.Tchants and information publishers, 
performing work such as alerting their owners to a nose-diving 
stock or buying concert tickets." Meanwhile, Sony Corp. has 
introduced the first de\ ice for deploying agents on i'ersonaLink. a 
hand-held communication de\'ice known as Magic Link PIC -1000. 

Conference participants were shown a conceptual model of a 
more all-cncompa.ssing electronic network that allows the use of 
intelligent agents and interaction among people in a three- 
dimensional "A'irtual town." Thie presentation was made by repre- 
.sentatives of the two companies de\ek)ping the sy.stem — Roel 
IMeper. President and C1:0 of L'B >' fworks. and Cole Larson of 
Knowledge Ad\ enture World, a specialist in educational products 
for children. The idea behind the new system, said Pieper. is to 
"stretch the limits of existing platforms and have people from 
aixjund the world meet at a \-irtual museum." Larson and Pieper 
stressed that their prototype was not actually operational at the 
moment, but is meant to illustrate promi.singexperinienial ideas for 
creating new cyberspace marketplaces and communities. 

The system works like this: Tsing a mou.se to navigate through 
a town with false fronts, a user can move from one place to another; 
a shopping center, a leisure sen ices area, a news .stand, a place for 
accessing online information sources (e.g.. .stock cjuotes), a learn- 
ing area, a inu.seum and "> forth. Hach space has its own theme 
song (which can be ownulden). At the "News Wall." a user can 
deploy his agent to search and collect news and information ol 
personal concern, which is then compiled into an individualized 
newspaper. \x the leisure area, a user can meet and mingle with 
the three-dime; isionat personas of other u.sers. or visit special- 
interest areas devoted to che.ss. photography or art. for example. 
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To shop for a car. consumers could visit a virtual carcit-alership and 
■'walk through " a \ irtual car showroom on a CD-ROM. w hich 
would .show three-dimensional. mo\ing images of the cars perfor- 
mance or its engine, for example. .A consumer's visit to the \ inual 
dealership would trigger notification of the actual local dealer.ship. 
which could then .send its own \ irtual agent to meet the cu.stomer 
in cyberspace to talk about the car. 

To a\ c)id the tedium of mo\ ing between spaces, the .system has 
■■teleportatk)n offices" that aUow the user to create customized 
gateways to quickly mo\ e to frequently-\ isited places, llius. if a 
u.ser often "visits" a Hori.st or the news stand, the system automati- 
cally creates a gateway to that place in the teleportation office. A 
l^ersonali/ed .software agent reconfigures the space to reflect the 
information needs and desires of the u.ser. Certain areas can be 
placed off-limits as well. I'.sers pick their own "avatars" — or \ irtual 
person.s — to represent them on the network. An "agent wall" can 
be u.sed to access different .sorts of infoniiation depending uj^on 
which agent is .selected. For example, if the word "(lower.s" is typed 
in. the "Albert Einstein agent" might take you off to the encyclopedia 
and show you the biological and .scientific references nbou\ 
(lowers, .said Larson. An agent sluiw ing a woman might take you 
to a .shopping center and show you new floral prints. But the 
default agent, which "knows" the u,ser"s preferences, might take the 
user to a flower shop to place an order. " '["he system "regenerates 
the world ai"ound the u,ser"s prefeivnces," said Larson. ".All you 
need are a iew metrics about what the u.ser has done (\ isited the 
tlovwr .shop) to think up" that notion of configurability." 

The .sy.stem also allows other cu.stomizations. The u.ser can 
.sub.stitute totally different visual en\ ironment.s — a desert .scene, a 
forest or a futuri.stic fantasy .scene — for the default \ illage milieu. 
The user can also pick different "cen.sorship le\ eK" that limit the 
degree of unexix-cted encounters with different "people" and 
information. The user can adju.st the "fate level." for exam|-)le. 
to make it more likeK' that he she will meet ""weird, wonck-rful 
and wac ky people whom you normally woukliTt interact w ith. " 
.said Lai',s()n. '{"o simulate night antl tlay. the system shows bright- 
ness or darkness through the windows, tlepending upon the 
time of day. 
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CcDi Mcviy AgL'iits CI Community Make-'ThQ grand ambition of 
dL'i")l()ying personal agents in cyl")erspace lias serious, inherent 
problems, objected Max D, Hopper. Chairman of Tlie Sabre Group, 
tlie airlines" computerized re.ser\-ation .system, "hi seeking identity, 
we don't really know what we want." he .said. "An agent would be 
.so limiting in terms of exploring i")eyond what we know of 
our.seh es at the moment, Y()u"d lo.se the surpri.se element, which 
I think is the es,sence of life. How would you get the aha!" factor?"' 
P'urthermore. .said Jacqueline He.ss. Director of the National Dem- 
opstnition Laboratorx'. "We don t ha\ e e\ en //»pcv;/c'c7 information 
about our personal a.ssi,stants. whether human beings or techno 
logical. And all .sorts of problems arise when people can"t know if 
their e-mail transmi.ssions. for example, are getting pa.st .someone 
else's filtering agents, " 

Why mu.st intelligent agents be considered .so atomi,stic. and 
not .servants of a larger community? asked I'rofe.s.sor Mitchell of 
.MIT, "Most of the agents r\ e enccnmtereci are like lone cowboys 
riding out there on the information range, occasionally meeting 
another lone cowboy. It's wry incli\'iduali.stic, I5ut if you take 
seriously the idea of community — which after all. derives from the 
.same Latin root as " communication. " coinnutiutcix. "holding .some- 
thing in common" — the.se agents do not make for community. So 
you ha\e to ask the quest ion: 1 low could an agent be a good citizen 
in some .sense? What properties would agents need to have in order 
to seriously con,struct a community?" What is needed. Mitchell 
suggested, are .s( )me new ways to 'begin to articulate the properties 
of agents in that .sort of sen.se — not ju.st as personal agents but as 
members ()fc( )mmunities. We know aiiout anti-.social agents on the 
Internet. Ikit w hat about the re\ erse? " 

How Information fntettnediaries are Changing Business 

The future deployment of new intermediaries has profound 
long-term ecom^mic implications for bu.siness. .As Ray I.ane ol' 
Oracle noted: "1-verything beyond raw materials is value-added, 
including what is done in manufacturing, w holesale di.stribution. 
l)liysical distribution, retailing and finally, the actual transfer to 
consumers. " At each ol the.se nodes, electronic technologies w ill 
eliminate "non-\ alue added" jiroccsses and imiirox e i")roducti\ ity. 
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Existing intermediaries will caimi^le and what remains will be 
consolidated into a new intermediary- structure. 

"As the information infrastructure changes." he continued, " I 
see whole distribution steps being eliminated, and new ones 
created. In terms of the i>uying of ser\ ices, there will be different 
kinds of value-added channels that will ignore geography and 
current physical channels." To make matters even more compli- 
cated, the long-term stability of value-added channels is likely to 
diminish, warned Hopper. "Value-added today will not necessarily 
be value-added in the future." This stems partly from the novel, 
unpredictable ways that new cost efficiencies can be introduced 
into business operations. Many of these efficiencies occur at a 
secondary level of organization, as Jerry Murdock explained: 
" Intermediaries are creatin}> demand, or allowing us to access 
demand, to what I call meta-information' — information that was 
previously too complex to even think about." Examples: the u.se of 
"program trading" on Wall Street and software programs for 
selecting the cheapest travel re.ser\ ations or long-distance carrier. 

The new information infrastructure has been critical to the rise 
of the "virtual corporation." the pheno.,iieiion by which firms u.se 
information technologies to "outsource" functions previously per- 
formed at a higher cost within the firm, noted Dr. Craig Fields. "As 
more people become buyers and sellers of ser\'ices. we are seeing 
the rise of a "global free trade" in sen ices Hicilitatecl by the infor- 
mation infrastructure," he said. Consumers, too. vs il! use electronic 
intermediaries to seek out bargains from vendors around the 
\\ odd. predicts Mede AikoOkawara. President otJC Foods Co. I.ttl. 
of Tokyo. Japan. This trend will be most evident in countries with 
higher prices, such as Japan. It may also force some direct ret;iilers 
to a.ssume nt'w roles as deliverers of goods purcha.sed abroad. 

Busine.s.ses \\ ill inten.sify their u.se of electronic intermediaries 
in the future, predicts Waring Partridge < )f AT<^T. because the>" tend 
to .serve three u.seful functions: 

1. They improve di.striluition economics. 

2. They enhance editorial content. 

3. They sa\ e time and add \ alue for end-users. 
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Several participants cited examples that confinned and elabo- 
rated upon Partridge's categories. Judith Hamilton, President and 
CEO of Datacjuest. a leading information-technology market 
research and analysis firm, said that her company's clients want 
much greater frequency of information and much less volume of 
information than in the past, Clients still want germane facts, she 
said, but what they really want is an intelligent filtering of facts that 
are timely, and synthesized with a di.stincti\ e point of view, 

"The economic \-alue of the editorial selection functit)n is very 
fimdamental in today's economy." said Peter Schwartz. Schwartz' 
finn pro\ ides sucii a .sen ice through a "book club" that selects and 
di.stributes two books a month to its client-corporations. His firm 
makes ^0 times what the author makes for our .selecting appropri- 
ate books for its clients. The spectrum of value-added in .selecting 
germane information ranges from between 10 and 50 times the 
original cost of producing the infonnation. according to Schwartz. 
Dr. Craig Fields stressed that such intermediaiy functions are not 
gratuitous, but represent a genuine \alLie added. There is great 
utility in ha\ing human expertise help a client navigate a given 
realm of knowledge, said Fields, citing the role jilayed h\ teachers, 
travel agents, mu.seum curators and clerks at video stores, "This 
role has to be carried o\'er to this new medium." he said, "\X'e don't 
ju.st need data, but useful information." 

The value added liy intemiediaries is not just a matter of 
navigating C())itt'Ut. agreed Max Hopper, They really add value by 
providing C(»itext — factors external to the individual that ma\' he 
addressing needs the individual doesn't perceive. This is one of the 
most critical functions prox ided by intermediaries, noted Charles 
Firestone: they help u.sers ascend an "information py ramid" that 
begins with raw data and extends upward to information, knowl- 
edge and wisdom, H\' pro\iding greater context to information, 
one can create know ledge, 

Siihtlc Deficiencies of the \eir liilenuecliciries. 'VC'liile the new 
intermediaries will facilitate many valuable new functions, they 
may al.so be fraught with subtle but profound deficiencies, "There 
is s( ) much p( )tential f( )r what 1 call the " i 1 < )'cl< )ck new s syiidr( )me' 
— the situation in which there is .so m :ch information available that 
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ever)'one has access to the same information in \er>' superficial 
ways."' warned Hamilton of Dalaquest. What results is a uniform 
superficiality of knowledge, rather than diversity or depth. 

This dynamic is sometimes difficult to detect, but it can greatly 
skew the nature of one's knowledge of a situation, .said Charles 
House. Senior Vice President and General Manager of Veritas 
Software. A case in point was television news coverage of the 1988 
presidential election. Hou.se watched campaign news coverage as 
it happened, and tlien a year after the election, via a videodisk of 
the identical news .segments. "What was shocking to us was that 
we recognized frcMii the 11 o'clock news ever)' news clip on the 
disk. But when the speeches of the .same candidate or political 
party were presented on a thematic basis. o\er the cour.se of .sex'eral 
months, it was a very different election from the one that we. 
personally, had experienced the year before." The les.son: data 
access systems run the risk of the '11 o'clock news .syndrome' 
becau.se they decontextualize a topic and telescope it into a very- 
short time-frame The more meaningful information often exists 
only in a longer time-frame. Hou.se pointed out. 

Another deficiency of most electronic intermediaries, said 
VX'aring Partridge, is their inability to allow for the ".serendipity 
factor." which is an e.s.sential element in the creative and learning 
proces.ses. There is no way for unexpected, not-neces.sarily- 
desired information to present it.self. This information on the 
'peripher\- often plays an important role in developing new insights 
or syntheses, jolin Seely Brown likens it to the need for an 
"electronic porch": a way to congregate and conxer.se electroni- 
cally with cho.sen friends in a convivial, familiar environment while 
still being able to watch a passing parade of unexpected strangers, 
acquaintances and events. As Partridge points out. the ".serendipity 
factor" increases the fun in life. 

This represents an important challenge in developing new 
intermediaries, agreed Profes.sor Mitchell: honoring idio.syncratic 
perspectixe.s. The whole pc/int of wine, for example, is the 
distinctixc taste of a gi\'en bottle, whic-h derives from particular 
locations, ingredients and cultural traditions. ,So. too, the lairopean 
tradition of journalism is arguably more interesting and insightful 
than the American tradition preci.sely because the former sanctions 



2o 



'lhi> Repon 19 



idiosyncratic viewpoints and styles. "If we use the new electronic 
technologies in the right way," said Mitchell, "we wili support that 
process of adding cultural diversity rather than watering it down to 
the uniformity of Coc;i-Cola," 

For Murray Gell-Mann, the Nobel Prize-winning physicist and 
retired faculty member of the California Institute of Technology, 
one of the most urgent needs is a system of incentives to reward 
the "editing, .synthesizing, and integrating functions. De.spite faith 
that the Hidden Hand supplies what is necessan" to meet de- 
mand," said Gell-Mann. "in fact, there is frequently a lag between 
the ri.se of a real need for .some .sen ice and the appearance of 
generalized economic rewards for .satisf\'ing tliat need." To illu.s- 
trate his point, Gell-Mann cited the reward .structures of academia, 
"where great kudos are availai-)le to those who improve, even 
slightly, our knowledge or under.standing at the frontier, while 
somjL'one who prox ides a deep and important rex iew of what is 
already known, taking a crude k)ok at the whole and editing and 
explaining it. is not similarly rewarded. In fact. weVe often 
relegatetl that function to people such a.s .science reporters, many 
of whom are not really up to the job." 

As this di.scu.ssk)n suggests, electronic intermediaries can 
.structure our per.sonal interactions; facilitate different .sons of 
commerce and community-building; generate different sorts of 
public knowledge; and mold our con.sciousne.ss, in m:my profound 
ways. "N'et the more dominant and normative an intermediaiy 
becomes, the more invisible its .structural bia.ses become. A case in 
point, asserted by many participants at the conference, are market- 
driven intermediaries; there are some "gift economy" intermediar- 
ies worth considering as well. 

Building Community Through the "Gift Economy" 

Intermediaries need not function in a market context, John 
Seely Brown emphasized. "The whole notion of a 'v.ilue-added 
chain' [as di.scu.ssed in tlie preceding section] presuppo.ses a mar- 
ket economy." he said. "NX'liat we have not talked about is the ' 
f>ift economy ." 

"A tremendous amount of u.seful intennediation could actually 
be done through gift-exchanges." said Brown. "For example, 
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scientists ir\-ing to find out what's rciilly worth reading could gire 
each other their insights and. in accordance with gift dynamics, ex- 
pect a payiiack ( )n their gift at some later lime." This dynamic is also 
seen in SeniorN'et. which allows older people to consult, educate 
and help eacii other without paying for each transaction; they 
simply gi\ e and e\ entually receive as well. "This is a whole differ- 
ent kind of economy that actually suh.stantiates and builds a sen.se 
of community. " said Brown. ' NX'hat may be emerging are two kinds 
of economies. We shouldn i lose track of this second economy." 

Perhaps the most distinctive property of the Internet as an inter- 
mediary', said Dr. Michael Hawley. is its ability tt) connect people 
with highly specialized interests, "if you want to find a bit of infor- 
mation that s important to you." said Hawley. "you can cut across 
a community of millit)ns of people to find the two or three people 
who ha\e the answer. That's not just a 10:1 or ^0:1 co.st-ratio of 
value-added of a smart editor selecting the right book for you to 
read. Ifs the ability to find out about scuba diving in Honduras from 
the three people who"\'e been there." Furthermore, said Hawley, 
■■■S'ou can trust the information that comes back to you. The value 
of information on the Net is )i()t proportioi. ,1 to its price. We used 
to joke that the value of information on the Internet was prt)pc)r- 
tionate to its price, but nothing could be further from the truth." 

In anv case, information obtained from the Internet is not 
especially reliable, obseneti Dr. .Mike Nelson. .Senit)r Policy 
.\nalyst at the White I louse Office of .Science and Technology 
Policy. "We need intermetliaries who we can trust and who can 
prcn ide validation for information. I low do you design a sy.stem to 
do that?" I lawley conceded that information from the Internet may 
be "a little le.ss reliable than that pro\ idetl by expert consultants, 
but you get it weeks or months more quickly." But. retorted Nelson, 
that may not be good enough for peo|')le making big or risky 
decisions in\ ()lving huge .sums of money." 

A more serious tleficiency of the Internet as an intermediary, 
said (Charles I louse, is its inability to pro\ ide "contextual integration" 
of information. "It's hard to do considered rea.soning in a group 
process," he said. But, replietl Brown, that is precisely the point of 
the Internet: "Isn't that vi hat happens in the building of conimunity'r' 
(x)mmunity is where trust lies." Although the process of de\elop- 
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ing a group consensus may tie cuniixTsonie and Icnglhy. Brow n 
explained, that is wiiat coniniunity building is all about. 

We should consider the coninuinity as a collective which. has 
its own power to toriii the social mind, and not simply as a group 
of indi\ iduals." said Brown. "There are information systems to 
extend the oiilirard vcAch of the individual (the Internet), and there 
are systems to expand the iniran/ reach of the indi\'idual (Ml Ds 
and MOOs). But these .systems focus on the individual qiui 
indi\idual." Brown said. "They do not begin to tap into the 
"community mind.' which is cjuite different from the ensemble of 
indi\ iduals." 'I'he question we need to confront is whether technol- 
ogy can enable "a spiral that affords fragments of ideas lo build 
upon fragments of ideas — c'reating an 'affordance structure" that 
actually taps the structure of the community mind", as opposed to 
the minds of specific indi\ iduals." said Brown. 

'/'he ImpoilancL' of Trust in Buil(li)ig (.oiiimiiiiity. A rclati\ ely 
unexplored dimension of intermediaries, it became clear, is the 
importance of their legitimacy and how they come to be trusted. 
' In order to be effective.'" said Charles Firestone, "an intermediaiy 
must be tmsted. connected to the .social group and legitimated." 
.Speaking from her own scrutiny of the legitimation process in 
varicnrs electronic communities. Dr. Sherry l"urkle explained: 

There has been no electronic community I know of that 
didn"t create its own set of "wizards'" who serve the people. 
Th(.-^e people are trusted facilitators and leaders who 
decentralize their authcM ity. And when they violate people"s 
trust, they are remowd. It"s a social phenomenon. . . . 

l"he intermedian,' lor "wizard "! must be legitimated by 
a Hascoilcoiiiiiiuiiily. a group that is itself in formation and 
de\ eloping its goals. There is a process of negotiation that 
occurs within the group to find the appropriate wizards to 
sei-ve the community. But no single kind of wizard is 
appropriate for all communities. An efficient, brilliani 
wizard who fixes problems himself from the top-down 
would not work effectively, for example, in communities 
that are more egalitarian and paHicipatory. 
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While trust may he essential for any intennediaiy. trust does not 
reallv inhere in a gi\ en teehnology conduit, noted Jerr\- Murdock, 
but in the nonns of a particular community. Some intermediaries 
of the Internet are highly trusted while (Mhers are not. The same 
holds true of market-dri\-en intermediaries in commercial tele\ i- 
sion. Murdock said. Some i-)rognims are highK trusted while others, 
such as psychic hotlines, are much less so. Turkic agreed that "its 
not an issue of tru.st in the technology. it"s about trust in who is 
programming and molding the technolog\\ Pe()i')le now realize 
that technology doesn"t stand hy itself — a reversal of nai\e. 
pre\ ious expectations that comi-juterized information is intrinsi- 
cally authoritati\e. 

Hut it is important to realize that trust can tlourish quite well, 
or e\ en more so. in a gift economy, said Hawley. Trust need not 
be sustained through market-dri\en paxments to experts. "At one 
time, peoi')le turned to experts for good information." said Hawley. 
"But with the (.)pening of new technological channels and a 
diffusion of these tools, users can turn to many grassrt)ots heljx^rs 
who have their own passions and expertise." 

hi a sense, this is what politicians do. said Dr. .Mike Nelson. 
The\- rel\- upon trusted informalion intermedianes — other legisla- 
tors, staff and outside organizations and experts — to help them 
make the right decisions. Decisions are often liased not on details 
alone, but on the trustworthiness of known intermediaries with 
whom they have an historical relationship. "The most effecti\e 
legislators are those who use intermediaries effecti\ ely." explained 
Nelson. "Some have sevenil competing intermedianes for each 
subject, so they can check out the reliability of each one and get 
different persix>cti\ es." Hiere is a "reality testing" hu'\h into this use 
of intennediaries. interjected Jacqueline Hess, "if they steer you 
wM'ong. or give you horribly biased infonnation. that will be tiic last 
time you use them. ' 

Trust is highly prized, but ii is also susceptiiile to corrujMion, 
noted Dr. Jorge Schement. "In order for us to work well with an 
intennediaiy. we have to tni.st it." he .said. "Hut it is a blind trust 
because, althougii we have cvrtain c-xpectations, we don't under- 
.stand what the intenncdiar\ is going to do for us." .Vs a result, 
"intermediaries are caught in a cycle of trust, j-xmer and corrui')tion. 
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The more you trust them, the more you need them and the more 
power they colleet. Vi'hen any system has sufficient power, it is 
susceptible to corruption." Corruption in the electronic context 
could mean the progranimed-in selection of certain product 
information o\ er other information, perhaps because there is some 
payoff to do so. said Schement. "But this corruption is invisible to 
me. The more the corruption becomes visible, the less intermedi- 
aries will be trusted. The less trusted, the more you have a 
dysfunctional system with alienated constituents." 

The actual or perceived lack of fairness, curiously, has t)ften 
been a powerful prod to technolcjgical innovation. As Gaiy Lauder 
of ICTV explained: "One of the fundamental technological inno- 
\'ations of this century — the automatic telephone switch — arose 
from a percei\'ed lack of fairness. It was invented not by AT&T 
but by an undertaker irritated that one of the telephone operators 
at a switching center was channeling people looking for an 
undertaker to her relati\e s funeral parlor. The automatic tele- 
phone switch did away with most operators, and created the need 
for the Yellow I'ages. which is an inherently fair system — you get 
what you pay for." 

People s desire for trusted intermediaries is st) great that a 
svstem may ha\ e to endure cost-inefficiencies to ensure fairness. 
A perfect example, said Lauder, is the continued existence of tra\ ei 
agents. Because consumers do not trust the airlines to offer them 
the competitors" flights at tiie cheapest rates, the reser\ ation system 
sanctions the use (jf an economically inefficient intermediary, the 
trawl agent, whose 10 percent commission is folded into airline 
rates. "Unless you can find out otherwise, you trust the tra\'el agent 
to find the best travel plans for you." said Lauder. "What has 
sustained them is a perceiveti fairness." 

Lautter's examples raise a larger issue. What pre\ents existing 
intermediaries from artificially imposing or sustaining inequities on 
citizen consumers? Waring Partridge worries that traditit:;nal inter- 
mediaries such as government, the st hools and the news metlia 
will work to block the emergence of new intennettiaries. The 
beha\ ior inspiretl by these conflicts of interest between old aiui 
emergent intermediaries "ma\- be more decisi\ e than the technol- 
ogy itself." he specuiateti. "On the other hand, the technology is 



33 



2-1 



TllK FniRE W COMMIMII AND Pf.RSONM. llttlNrm in THF. CoMINC KlOTROMC ClI.TlRF 



making it possible for exciyone to l-ic an intcnneJiaiy. and for 
anyone to Ix' an inteniiediaiy for millions of people. It is Ix'coming 
a free market battle." 

Becau.se .so many electronic comniunities arc .still forming — 
acquiring new members, negotiating a group ethic, searching for 
■■w izards" — it is difficult to predict the patterns by which trust 
and legitimacy will be established. But it is clear that this remains 
one of the preeminent unresolved is.sues for the inhabitants of 
cyberspace. 

There is a corollaiy insight here as well. The renewal of 
democratic culture will probably have less to do with technology 
it.self than with the .social \ itality of communities. .Some .suggestive 
e\ idence can be found in Maki)ig Dcniocnicy Work a book by 
1 ianard professor Roben I). Putnam, cited by Peter Schwanz. The 
book .studied Italy s wholesale political reforms of .state go\ ern- 
ments in 19^0. and investigated wh\-. twenty years after the 
reforms, some .state go\ ernments were honest and efficient while 
others remained corrupt and inefficient. Putnam found a remark- 
ably eon.si.stent correlation between good go\ernment and the 
number of .soccer clubs and choral .societies in that state. The 
es.sential les.son; When people are tightly connected through 
trusted social intermediaries, they tend to create good go\'ernment. 
When they are alienated and di.sconnected from each other. 
go\ernment corruption and mismanagement tend to flourish. 

This in.sight .suggests that the real question may he how to u.se 
technology to help people become committed .stakeholders in new- 
forms of community. Mary Furlong of .SeniorNet paraphra.sed the 
arguments made by John (lardner. the founder of Common Cau.se. 
in his book. Buihlini!, (.'onimiinily: ■flow can you rein\e.st people 
in nieaniiigful acti\ ities again and help them become .stakeliold- 
ens?" Tills is not an ab.stract. riietorical cjuestion. said Purlong. "ju.st 
look at the homeless children who have become unofficial techno- 
guides to the hitemct in the Seattle public libraries. Tiiey have 
replaced .some functions provided by librarians. This is becau.se the 
children spend all day online, learning how to obtain information 
fast and reliably." 

l"urlong"s point is that some urilikely people may lia\ e impor- 
tant roles to i")hiy in dex eloping and using tlic new technologies — 



and in restoring our dx ic culture. Ikr these potential eontriliutions 
will not lie perceived unless we begin to consider the non- 
eeonomic, psychological rewards that are at play — and begin to 
reconceptualize the possibilities of community in the new elec- 
tronic media. 

III. THE CHANGING CRUCIBLES 
OF PERSONAL IDENTITY 

One ot the nio.si proxocative .sets of i.ssues raised by the new 
technologies is how ihey may lie clianging some crucibles in which 
people dexelop personal identity and character. This is .still an 
emerging phenomenon, and liardly penasixe. Vet it is quite 
evident that new technologies are altering relationships within 
Families; changing the support .sv.stems hy which young.sters 
acquire skills and choo.se role models: creating .strange new forms 
of virtual experience; and blurring the boundaries that once 
.separated home and work life, in a .sense, a new kind of culture 
is slowlv engrafting it.self onto tlie received patterns of the pa.st. 
conjoining "'real life" and \ irtual environments in odd. promiscu- 
ous ways. Can we liegin to discern how new technologies may lie 
changing the formative en\ ironments of personal dex elopment? 

Exploring Personal Identity in Virtual Space 

One of the mo.st intriguing and emotionally inten.se x iitual 
communities are the .Vll'Ds and .MOOs mentioned earlier, the 
.strange new environments that allow diver.se computer u.sers from 
around the globe to cany on focused conversations in "\iiiual 
rooms." Originally dexeloped h\ Xerox's Palo .Alto Research 
Center. M(^Os are used b\- scientists as a surrogate conference 
milieu as well as by ordinaiy people as a "place" to di.scu.ss 
common personal concerns, SLich as parenting and .sexual aiui.se. 
As journali.st Christopher .Anderson de.scribed .VlOOs in Science 
(.May 1.-^, IW-t); 



Cnlike e-mail and bulletin boards, MOO con\ ersations 
t.ike place in real time. I nlike hiternet Relay (.lhat (another 
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IntertiL't tool for real-time communication), MOOs are 
focused on particular subject areas and let users show and 
share data and tools as they talk. And unlike \'ideocon- 
ferencing, all a scientist needs to u.se a MOO is a computer 
and a hare-bones Internet connection. 

The imique attraction of a MOO, [said Pavel Curtis, a 
PARC researcher who co-de\eloped the MOO lahguagel, 
is that it s a shared, cu.stomizable environment that is, 
abo\ e all, persi.stent.' BLiild a lab and put in data, notes, and 
tools, he explains, and the\' will remain there after you sign 
off. With your perniissif)n, collaborators can \'isit your lab 
and work with data and tools while you are gone. 

The.se \ irti.ial spaces do not only open up \ a.st new pcssihilities 
for .scientific collalx)ration, they are a new ep.\ironment for 
exploiing personal identity, said Dr. Turkic, who has been 
.studying the dynamics of Ml;Ds and MOOs. The.se en\ ironments. 
she said, "impinge directly upon peojile's .sense of self. Through 
ML'Ds and MOOs. pt')ple are creating \ irti.ial bodies, \ irti.ial homes 
and virtual offices in cylierspace. Paradoxically, a lot of what these 
\ irtual spaces allow is to escape from dealing with disembodied 
\()ices because now a person has a \irti.ial body, accent and 
persona that you can recognize. On Ml'Ds, people talk, meet, ha\ e 
.sex and ha\ e di.scussion groups about trauma and child-raising. 
People talk about .sexual aliuse in their \ irtual living rooms." The.se 
\ irtual spaces "honor people s desires to connect and not be loneK'. 
and to form community." she said. 

VC'hat is also notable about the virtual world is its o\ erlap with 
the real world. People bring .symbolic bits and pieces of real life 
into the.se virtual spaces, which shows how the two realms are 
not mutually exclusive, said Turkic. Furthermore, there is a .scn.se 
that many people have of actually liriiif> in ihc Diachiiie. "There is 
a subtle .sen.se in which people begin to think of tliem.selves as 
more continuous with the machine than i^revjously," explained 
Turkic. "Uclorc it was inc, jx-r.son; it. machine'. Hut then the 
machine becomes something of an extension of people s .scn.se 
of pcr.sonal space, as in I love my PowerHook, it has mv whole 
life on it." There's a .sen.se that you don't want to be too far away 
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from your computer liecause so much about you is already 
projected into it. in the ways that you ha\e organized your life 
there. So there is a sense of the self and the machine ha\'ing a more 
permeable boundary-." 

One of the mo.st positi\ e aspects of this development is the 
chance for people to "use experiences in virtual communities to 
work on' their identity." as Turkle puts it. "For .some, .such 
experiences can be quasi-therapeutic. For many, such experiences 
pro\'ide a sense that identity is not a unitarv^ notion. People are 
learning to see themseh es as the sum of their many identities off 
the net — and on it." 

There may be a lesson here for anyone try ing to imdersiand the 
digital future: focus on the internal mindsets that people iiring to 
the technology. Waring Partridge suggested that instead of evalu- 
ating computer users Through objective, external indices (demo- 
graphic data, income le\'els. occupation, etc.). perhaps a better way 
to understand users is from the inside out. For example, a yaippie 
with a cellular phone might ha\'e a ver>- positive outlook on the 
vvodd: "Fm mobile, free and connected." A.n 18-year-old computer 
whiz might proudly ct)nsider himself an "info-.star" emulating Bill 
Gates. A SO-year-old programmer who just got laid off could 
consider him.self a \-ictim. The head of a technolog>'-rich but 
beleaguered family could wonder. "1 don't know if Fm ii\ ing or 
coping." The.se are all .eiy different pensonal pcrspecti\es on 
identical technology. Paruidge noted. 

Tl}e Changing American Household 

I'erhaps the single most influential cruciiile for people's interior 
li\ es is the home and family. It is here where \ alues and aspirations, 
personal haiiits and emotional universes, are fir.st developed. As 
ni( )re electn )nic lechiioU )gies enter the iiome. many ixisic fimctions 
of home life will certainly be affected, for good and ill. It is worth 
considering more systematically, therefore, ju.'.t what basic func- 
tions take place in the home and how they could be affected by the 
new technologies. 

At least since the Industrial Re\'olulion. explained Dr. Schement. 
a home has serxed as a: 
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• A u'iiidoir oil the world: a place tor acquiring the habits of 
citizenship, learning about one's conimimity and pursuing 
lifelong learning. 

• A marketplace: a place from which consumers evaluate prod- 
ucts, make purcha.ses. and pay for media entertainment. 

• A workshop: a place where a person becomes a worker, 
with all the complications of integrating work obligations 
with home life. 

• .'1 refuse: a place where the indi\idual retreats from the 
harsh, impersonal forces of the market to enjoy privacy, 
intimacy and de\ elop a grounding for personal identity. 

Throughout the 2()th centur\'. Americans have eagerly e.\- 
ploited infonnaiion technology to satisfy these four needs, said 
.Schement. Paradoxically, only the wealthiest Americans could ever 
feasibly acquire all the electronic appliances to fulfill the consuni- 
enst \ ision. But that is really the point, he .said; "W hat we want isn't 
alwax's reality. We want an ideal." In pursuit of a technology-dri\ en 
ideal, Americans ha\ e greatly altered the ways that they carrN' out 
the four basic functions of hou.sehold life, said .Schement. The 
salon, once a place forconwrsation, enterttiinment andgcxssip, has 
been largely replaced by the tele\ ision and \ CR. The kitchen table, 
once the .site for purcha.sing decisions (perusing the .Sears catalog, 
.sending away for products) has been supplanted by the telephone 
(8()()-number catalog .sales) and television (liome shopping, adver- 
tising). The workshop functions of the home (the preparation of 
animal carca.s.scs for meals, te.xtile-vveaving. crafts, etc.) were 
.separated from the home by indu.strialism. a development that Karl 
.Vlar.x considered a .source of alienation. ""Increasingly. " said 
Schement, "we now find the re-introduction of the workshopto the 
home. It may .seem .strange to us. but in fact this trend may be a 
correcti\ e rather than an innovation." 

[•inally. the notion of home as a refuge, exemplified by the 
cliche that "a man's home is his ca.stle." remains (juite strong today. 
But this "tlistinctly indu.strial notion" is honored more in the breach 
than in its oIwctn ancc, .said Schement. As more electronic connec- 
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tions have been laid from the outside world to the home (TV 
channels, online capahilitien, fax-dedicated telephone lines, etc.). 
and as work duties are more frequently performed at home, home 
has become le.ss of a refuge. Still, it remains an ideal that we honor 
architecturally in such \'estigial symbols as gabies, bay windows 
and symbolic porches. 

As Americans ha\ e come to rely upon electronic technologies 
to conduct fundamental tasks of life, we have become more 
dependent upon the serv ices of strangers, noted Schement: the 
local community has correspondingly diminished in importance. 
In the course of a day. we come into contact with many more 
people fhan earlier generations, and have far fewer repeat contacts 
with merchants, neiglibors, and others. "Millions of people buy 
their clothes from Dodgeville, Wisconsin — home of the Land's End 
catalog — without e\'er having \'isited Wisconsin." said Schement. 
"We ne\'er talk to the same \'oice twice. And yet we're very 
comfortaiile using technology to connect us with strangers. " 

One upshot of conducting so much daily life amidst strangers, 
as facilitated by technology, is a greater emphasis on indi\'idualism, 
said Schement. People feel a greater need to define and differen- 
tiate them.seh'cs from the great mass of society. Indi\'idualism has 
also increased as the technology has sen ed to break dou'n the 
communal family unit. After Ameiicans Ixxight their first ratlios in 
the 1920s and 1930s, they bought their second radios in the 1940s 
and 1950s to get their kids away from the first radio. The same thing 
happened with the purchase of second tele\'ision sets and record 
players: the technology began to proliferate, indi\ idual usage rose 
and the family tended to spend less time together. 

The nuclear family was the key purchasing unit for tele\'isions, 
record players and other systems 25 years ago, said Schement. 
But today ".sub-nuclear family units " tend to be the con.sumer 
decision makers. Technology is bought to .sati.sfy iiidiricliicils. not 
families as a whole. Parents remain the "purchasing brokers," 
according to Schement. but the children now play a significant role 
in decision making. 

How are the new electronic technologies changing people".s 
daily lifestyles, particularly at home? Waring l^artridge .sees four 
major trentis; 
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1 . Wt' arc receii »iore iiifoniidtion. faster. 
Examples: faxes, c-inail and targeted television program- 
ming and ad\ enising. 

2. \\"c' arc intcructinf> icith people regardless (.>/ location. 
Examples: wireless telephones, paging .sy stems and time- 
shifting de\ ices such as \ oice mail and VCR recording. 

3. VC'e are accessing ma)iy more information sources and 
sen ices. 

Examples: CD-ROMs, the hiternet and online sen ices. 

•i. V.K' teclviologies are cbangi)tg our expectations of inti- 
macy, prii acy and i)u ulreme)it. 

1- .amples: online chat, two-way \ideo and technologies 
that can reach \ where\ er you are. 

This last point oerhaps desencs elalioration. As new tech- 
nologies colonize households imd family life, we may lo.se sight 
of one of the most essential factors needed for personal de\ elop- 
ment: the need for solitude and pri\'acy. "Some care and concern 
nuKst he made to protect solitude again.st the a.s.saults of technol- 
ogy." said Jacqueline Hess of the National Demonstration Lahora- 
tor\-, who pointed oul that per-sonal creati\ ity and well-adjustedness 
require a certain amount of indi\idual solitude. As uni\ersal 
connectivity becomes the norm, cellular phones penetrate to the 
wiklerness and e-mail systems stiul buzzing when new mail 
arri\ es. a serious question ma\' become: Cxui you tuni it ofp "\ 
don't think .so. " said He.ss. -especially if we're living in a wodd in 
which eN'eryoue el.se is wiretl. " 

IV. THE PUBUC POUCY IMPLICATIONS 

There is little tjucstion, ba.setl on the foregoing discu.ssion. that 
the evolution of information technologies will have iirofound 
eon.setiuences for families, communities and peojilc s .sense- of .self. 
But what, if anything, does this fact imply for public policy? What 
new sorts of ietieral laws or reguUitory regimes may be necessaiy 
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to ensure that the technologies ha\'e a constructive or at least 
benign impact on American life? 

Many of the issues raised in the conference can be assigned to 
familiar policy categories — privacy, free speech, universal ser\'ice. 
etc. But for many future issues affecting community and personal 
identity, it is unclear what specific roles public policy could play, 
even though policy would seem to be implicated. For the sake of 
clarity, therefore, we will separate the likely policy implications 
into two categories: near-term concerns and long-range, specula- 
tive concerns. 

Near-Term Policy Concerns 

If we are going to anticipate the future effects of the new- 
technologies on community and personal identity, said White 
House staff member Dr. Mike Nel.son. there are four major policy 
areas that must be addres.sed: 

Priracv- People are understandably concerned about the 
integrity of their electronic communications while in-transit, said 
Nel.son. But a more knotty challenge imohes the privacy of 
information contained in indi\ idual computer sen ers. especially 
tho.se owned by businesses. What are people's rights to privacy for 
information contained in a company's computer .system? In g()\'- 
ernment. too. this issue may need to be revisited becau.se the 
•public records" recjuirements of the Freedom of Information Act 
are beginning to be applied to electronic information such as e- 
maii. Is this really necessarv' or desirable? 

Freedom of Speech. How will the First Amendment apply to 
commimications over the new electronic media? There are numer- 
ous novel and troubling (|ue.stions of coast itutional law that will 
need to be re.solved in the future. One such case in\()lves the 
prosecution of a California man whose computer .sener was 
distributing allegedly ob.scene material o\ er the Internet, an act that 
a Memphis pro.secutor considered a \'iolatk)n of local community 
.standards for ob.sceniiy. What makes this a ca.se of first impression 
is that the material v^-as only transported through, and not actually 
shown, in Memphis, The Memphis authorities had "reached into" 
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the seiTcr to access the niateriah it had not heen distributed to an 
unsuspecting user in Memphis. A similar set of legal quandaries 
arise regarding allegedly pornographic materials accessed by 
American computer users from foreign servers. 

Open Access. One of the vital principles of the National 
hiformation hifrastructure is ensuring that the information super- 
highway allows robust, two-way comnumication. Legislation is 
necessary- to ensure open access, said Nelson, because many 
content-suppliers have a strong economic self-interest in limiting 
competition in the new marketplace. It is imperative that Nil 
p<-)licies promote an open data platform so that anyone can do 
almost any application o\-er the network, he said. 

Libel Standards. The legal definitions of liiiel may need to be 
modified for communications on the Internet and other electronic 
networks, suggested Nelson. The need for change is illustrated hy 
the case of a journalist who. as an indi\idual in his off hours, 
distributed to a small group of friends his own pri\ ate commentary 
on companies that he reported on during the day. One of the 
companies that he disparaged through his private electronic 
communications then sued the journalist for libel. 

Other conference participants pointed to other key policy 
concerns that will ha\ e to be faced in the near-future: 

Ihe Definition qfDeriratirePn)diicts. "Who owns what is going 
to affect the long-term .sustainability of all the things we're talking 
about," said Roel Pieper. "Somewhere, somebody has to pay for all 
the things that are going to ix> created. "Jacciueline Hess agreed that 
"defifniifi a derivati\ e product is critical to nio\ ing the economics 
foiTsard. We ha\'e an infrastructure |in mature indu.stries] for 
compensating the original rights holder. But we don't ha\'e any of 
that in tiie digital world. We may be able to get away with it now, 
but as the -dhusc increases, the economic costs will ha greater." 
1 less cited the dilemmas raised by creati\ e collaiiorations carried 
out o\ er net\\-orking software. "Who gets the rights in the objecti- 
fied product?" she asked. "When does it become a new product?" 
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Government Leadership. As the world s largest user of informa- 
tion technology, government itself needs to show greater leader- 
ship in coordinating policies and disseminating its own informa- 
tion, said Morton Meyerson. Chairman and CEO of Perot Systems 
Corporation. He suggested a single "information czar" to help 
coordinate the work of diver.se agencies and policy agendas, and 
to put more governmer information online. Government leader- 
ship for the information technologies is clustered in four di.stinct 
areas, noted Nelson: Technulo^v policy (e.g.. the setting of 
intc-ioperabilit>' .standards so that the Nil will he an open platform); 
telecommunications policy (a. determining whether to pursue 
some form of universal seivice versus a more simple standard of 
open access); applicati(»is{<j.g.. stimulating the development and 
accessibility of new sen-ices); and information p(>//c;r (e.g.. deter- 
mining what sorts of information will he accessible and affordable 
to people, and under what terms). 

Long-Range, Speculative Policy Concerns 

Some of the toughest i.ssues for policymakers will concern the 
long-range effects of information technologies in changing the 
character of communities, families and personal interactions. It is 
not an attractive proposition, on the one hand, to propose policies 
that smack of "social engineering" by interfering with free market 
results. On the other hand, technologies and .sen ices generated by 
an untrammeled free market could have dista.steful and even per- 
nicious effects on our American democratic culture and social life. 

At the very least, greater attention should be paid to the unin- 
tended C( )nseciuences of the new techn( )1( )gies. warned Peter Schwartz. 
I le cited the far-reaching and unwitting impact of the Federal Hous- 
ing Act and National Interstate Highway Act of the 1950s, two laws 
which basically locked in the nation s energy-u.se policies for gen- 
erations by promoting the construction of single-family suburban 
houses and major highways. 'IcKlay. as the foundations of the National 
lnf( irmation Infrastructure are being laid. Schwartz said, wc may be 
embracing a .system "whose long-term consequences could be the 
exact opposite of what this Admini.st ration says it wants, namely the 
recreation of family and community. We may be creating the most 
powerful force for tearing them apart that we've ever seen." 
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What happens if people no longer choose to be spatially 
intimate, a circumstance which helps us feel empathy for others 
near us. including the family itself? Technology could be \ ery 
centripetal in its impact. Schwartz predicted, which may result 
in new stresses on family cohesion. This may be the most 
fundamental question raised by any new National Information 
Infra.structure policies, he said. Whether one agrees with that 
prediction or not. it is clear that this topic deserxes far more 
investigation than it has recei\ed to date. Dr. Schement agreed: 
"We don't really understand what comniunit\- is. yet we pre- 
sume to adopt policies that wiW profoundly affect community, 
which lies at the sociological heart of what a nation is and ^'hat 
people are. " 

Public policymakers may ha\ e trouble grappling with these 
issues, he suggested, iiecause the technologies are effecting 
changes tiiat are almost metaphysical — not the stuff of a typical 
congressional hearing. "We don't ha\e a good handle on the 
human resolution of space time communication." said Schement, 
referring to the ways that technologies are o\ ercoming historic 
barriers of geography and time. "I'm not con\ inced that space 
does not matter. Space t/ot^.s- matter." Schement in.si.sted, aligning 
him.self with the view that geography has not i>een rendered 
irrele\ ant. "I'm con\ inced that our policies are going to affect our 
experiences of space and time as well. As we enter the policy 
discussion, let us enter it with our eyes more open than we usually 
do. looking at the peripher\- and beyond our immediate goals. ' 

This requires a greater willingness to look beyond our own 
myth about the cogniti\e rationality that supposedly drives com- 
puterization, science, economics and ()rgaiiizatit)n, suggested John 
Seely Brown. One highly in.stn.icti\e source of guidance is a 
book by sociology profes.sor Unmo Latour, Wc 1 kwe Sever Been 
.Uof/t-r;/ (Harvard rniversity Press. li)9.^). .said Brown. By looking 
at modernism through the lens of coniparitive anthropology, 
Latour seeks to re-integrate the humanities with the "hard sciences" 
by asserting the primacy of informal collectives and hybrid 
networks in creating the C()nditit)ns of contemporan' life. 

An important long and sliort-tenii policv' concern is maintain- 
ing an "open architecture" tor new software program.s — i.e., a 
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market regime with non-proprietary technical standards and non- 
discriminator)' commercial access. Such a policy framework is 
critical to the rapid profusion of diverse software applications, 
participants agreed. As for which medium will predominate in the 
new, consolidated marketplace — tlie personal computer or tele\ i- 
sion — Brown suggested that the more significant issue is "the 
degree of interactivity and degree of symmetry of information 
being sent into and sent out of the home." 

In other words, will the architecture of the new systems 
facilitate interactive conversations in all sorts of permutations 
(point-to-point, point-to-multipoint, multipoint-to- point, etc.)? Or 
will the policy framework merely alUw consumers to ivcciiv 
information supplied by a limited number of .sources? This is a 
fundamental tension that must be worked out, said Dr. Turkle. 
But clearly the preferred alternative is to enable people to be- 
come "content-creators." If there is going to be a "reversal of stul- 
tification" that tele\ision has visited upon American life, in the 
words of physicist Murray Gell-Mann, then people must become 
more than "passive content-consumers." 

Policies to Cotvru Anti-Socictl Jichcwiorin cyhospacc. In man\' 
ways, cyberspace represents a new frontier that should be under- 
stood in terms of the famous "frontier thesis" put for\\ ard by 
historian Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893, as Jeny Murdock 
suggested. Turner proposed that the American character has been 
indelibly influenced by the existence of a frontier — a place where 
anyone could stake their own claim to free land, revel in a 
loosening of civilized .standards and institutional authority and 
celebrate an extreme individualism. The tensions of "taming" th( 
Western frontier and incorporating it into "civilized society" 
resemble the challenges now facing us in cyberspace. 

The need for specific policies to govern anti-social behavior in 
cyberspace may arrive sooner than we think. Dr. Turkle noted that 
there have been in.stances of "virtual rape," harassment, libel and 
other transgressions again.st societal norms on electronic networks, 
particulady on .some MUDs and MOOs. But how should the law 
regard these sorts of behavior? Turkle explained that much de- 
pends upon the moral and p.sychoiogical significance that policy- 
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makers ascrilx' to a given \ iilual act. Should a given act in \ iitual 
space l5e regarded as: 

1. 'Acting out"— :in acceptal-)le alternative to actually doing 
so in "real life"? 

2. "Working through"— a quasi-therapeutic experience that 
should 'ne socially acceptalile and gi\en proper sup- 
port (because it may actually help prevent "real-life" 
enactments)? 

3. "Periuissio}! to" — the sanctioning of behavior that social- 
izes people into violence? 

The prol-)lem tliat must be addressed, said Turkic, is. "What are 
the implications of consequence-hee behavior online? In a certain 
way. tliese are consequence-free comnumities." How does one 
Ix'gin to introduce new mechanisms of community accountability 
into virtual communities? This may be a particularly timely is,sue. 
noted Governor Capenon. at this time when so many people "need 
to learn to accent responsibility in a community that holds them 
accountable for tiK'if behavior." 

A singular challenge for electronic communities is finding new 
ways to li\ e with people whom we don't like or fear or with whom 
we have nothing in common. This requires a policy framework 
that protects unpopular expression and acti\'ity. As Peter Schwartz 
noted. "If the 'fringes' are where new ideas come from, then how- 
do you tolerate fringe acti\-ities while .still having rules that allow 
exeryone else to participate in an effecti\'e way? This is a \'er\' 
difficult prol")lem." 

The traditions of the First Amendment, certainl)-. offer the 
most trustworthy guidance in this area. Yet it is also true that 
reconciling competing social values can become more compli- 
cated in cyberspace. This is iiecause questionai^jle behavior can 
take place in i^joth the real and virtual worlds in perplexing ways — 
raising the question of which realm is the most appropriate one 
for reform initiatives. I'or example, "virtual crime" is generally 
punished only in virtual space, said Turkic. "Hut that policy, 
where nothing that, happens virtually is punished outside of the 
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\irtLial space, needs to be thought through a great deal," she 
warned, "because, in fact, some virtual crimes ha\ e real conse- 
quences — psychological, economic and so forth. Negotiating that 
boundary- is very important." 

To this. Professor Mitchell offered some useful wisdom: "There 
are appropriate times and places for action without conse- 
quences — childhood, playgrounds, Mardi Gras celebrations. These 
sene ver>- important social and cultural functions. But there is 
still a need for ,vo/»(^ boundaries. A successful community requires 
action with consequences, but also times and places for actions 
«7'//70/// consequences. The problem with cyberspace, it seems to 
me, is that the boundaries often are not clear. If we are going to 
ha\ e successful communities, a caicial policy issue that must be 
sorted out is drawing appropriate boundaries." Drawing upon 
his expertise in urban planning, .Mitchell obsen-ed that any com- 
munity has to assign different sons of spaces for \'arious acti\ ities: 
"Who's allowed to be there and what can be done there? In public 
spaces, an\-one is allowed to be there (which is why a mall is not 
a public space). Other dimensions are ab.solutely necessary, such 
as self-defined clubs; semi-public spaces such as porches; and 
pri\ ate spaces where you can control access. To make a real kind 
of community, you need multiple kinds of places." 

CONCLUSION 

If one thing became clear from the conference, it is that the 
"cartography" of community and personal life in a technology- 
mediated culture remains fairly primiti\e. A great deal remains 
unknown about how the new information sy.stenis "map onto" the 
patterns of persona! relationships in "real life." At the same time, 
tile discussion offered many illuminating glimpses of important 
landmarks in this new terrain that merit greater scaitiny in the 
future; the need to define new ethical boimdaries, tiie need to 
differentiate spaces within cyberspace; the community-building 
dynamics of the gift economy, the strange dislocations of time and 
space that electronic systems c;in create, the strange ways of 
exploring our intimate lives in an anonymous electronic commu- 
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nity, the novel ways that technologies can enhance and diminish 
personal relationships and community. Learning more about this 
landscape sooner rather than later could prove critical in deploying 
the new technologies in constaictive ways. 
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Appendix A 
The New Intermediaries 

Charles M. Firestone 



Due in large part to the new information and communications 
technologies, the nature of intermediary institutions in our society 
is changing significantly. This will affect the way we acquire and 
process information, gain knowledge of the worlds around us, and 
act as citizens, consumers, and individuals. 

Traditionally, the role of .societal intermediaries, such as 
political parties, journalists, teachers, preachers, and even retailers, 
has been to .select among various choices in the world, to filter and 
analyze tho.se choices, and to guide the end user to a specific 
outcome. Sometimes called "gatekeepers," these institutions and 
professionals have often controlled the flow of information to an 
individual through censorship, editing, filtering, or other such 
limiting functions. 

For example, a news organization presents to the reader or 
\ iew er specific news stories from the many potential items of news 
in the world and in the process of delivering these .stories also 
provides context for understanding the stoiy. Similarly, the teacher 
refines tiie ways that a learner might understand a subject, and the 
retailer gives the customer a choice of goods and helps that 
customer make a selection. 

Today and in the foreseeable future, the fimctions of interme- 
diaries are changing. Instead of gatekeepers they will be two-way 
exchanges, facilitating the How of communications in two (or 
more) directions. The successful intermediaries of the new elec- 
tronic world will be tho.se that not only filter information, but al.so 
integrate systems or audiences, ser\'e as agents for the user (the 
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consumer, reader or comnuinicator), help navigate the vast worlds 
of information resources, analyze and contextualize information to 
facilitate its conversion to knowledge in the minds of the user, and 
authenticate the value of the information. ^ 

Three trends and phenomena are creating the new breed of 
intermediary. First is the ability of the end user to connect directly 
to the source, to bypass the old gatekeeper, and to reach the 
primary source in quick and easy fashion. ,Some call this 
"disintennediation." The second trend is the reversal in direction- 
ality of electronic communications, from the old center out 
direction to the current trend of accessing information from the 
other end at the initiative of the end user. The third phenomenon 
of the new age of information is "information overload." We are 
simply inundated with information of print, sound and video 
varieties and froni a myriad of .sources. The com.bination of these 
three trends has created increasing need for the fimccions of 
information inf^grudon, navigation, analysis and authentication, 

Disintemtediation 

The first trend of significance is the ability to bypass traditional 
intermediaries by means of the new intei active communications 
technologies. More and more, we will be able to work at home, 
shop at home, learn at home, and e\en \ ote at home — electroni- 
cally. This bypass phenonomenon creates a tremenck)us pres- 
sure on the societal intermediar)' to be inore than a pure gatekeeper. 

Furthermore, th<.' new technologies, which allow for greater 
user control, change the salient function of intermediarv' from gate- 
keeper to a combination of filter and agent, from bottleneck and 
adviser to integratcM-, navigator, context-builder and analyzer, from 
a one-way valve to a two way exchange. 

Reverse Directionality of Communications 

Over the past fifty years, we have moved through at least two 
major stages of electronic communications. In the first, the media, 
whether telephone, television, film, or computer, were character- 
ized by concentrated and oligopolistic markets, intense regulation, 
center-out, command-and-control management approaches. This 
was the era of communications scarcity. 
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In the second stage, beginning in the late 1960s, new tech- 
nological advances allowed for more outlets, more competition, 
and less control. This era of communications abundance has been 
characterized by diversified markets, the beginnings of dereg- 
ulation, and, as suggested by George Gilder in his law of the 
microcosm, movement of power to the edges of organizations. 
While there are, of course, still vestiges of the first stage in our 
communications systems, w e probably Ix'gan the second stage 
2S years ago. 

Indeed, we are now mo\'ing to a third stage — this one of 
communications complexity. I would suggest that the power that 
moved to the edges of Gilder's microcosm, is now reversing 
direction and heading back upstream. Gilder now speaks of a 
"telecosm," the increased power of computing that comes from 
networking. But be\'ond that, the end user is taking control of the 
act of communication. 

We own our television sets and telephone handsets. Recent 
legislation requires that remote control devices be offered to the 
consumer for purchase or lease, and the new set-top devices are 
the -subject of intense .scrutiny by legislators and regulators as we 
begin building digital driveways to the home. As cable and 
telephone companies can economically string competing optical 
fibers to the curb, it may make sen.se for the consumer to own the 
link between the home and the curb. 

This is all to .say that the nature of electronic communication 
has moved from the .stage of central control and passive reception, 
through the competitive outlet stage, to the emerging complex 
stage of simultaneous two way communications. The user is now 
a potential producer of information, not simply a recipient. More 
and more, the initiative in the communications process, in social 
transactions and in commercial transactions, will come electroni- 
cally from the end user. 

This phenomenon is not confined, however, to the communi- 
cations busine.ss. As the nature of comnumications is to be the 
nerve center of .society, it affects all institutions. Simply, the end 
user or consumer c)r citizen can now be heard faster and more 
directly and exi)ects to be listened to. The concept of empower- 
ment is taking hold in a variety of ways. 
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Now the learner can access more direct and secondary- sources 
of information. Now the consumer can shop by mail and 800 
number, or, more and more, by watching television or a computer 
screen Cor the converged version neady at hand) and pushing a 
button. Now the consumer can pay bills, tune into news stories of 
choice, connect to town officials, and the like from personal 
electronic devices. The potential applications are only limited by 
our imaginations. 

Information Overload 

As the ability to access more sources of infomiation increases, 
however, the individual is reaching a saturation level: information 
overload. One commentator suggests we are approaching a period 
of infomiation immersion. Virtual reality may make that a very apt 
characterization. With information immersion and overload, there 
is a greater need than ever for interpretation, guidance, analysis, 
contextualization. and authentication — for meaning in an increas- 
ingly strange worid. 

The Need for New Intermediaries 

We are witnessing, I believe, the beginning of a behavior shift 
by the consumer/communicator. While the use of electronic 
networks and new software agents is not yet widespread, devel- 
opments in user-friendliness and cheaper prices will bring about 
a change. The information glut, uncertainty about the fast pace of 
change in the world, di.stru.st of authorities, and similar attitudes 
are leading to a greater willingness of individuals to use the 
communications technologies to find information for themselves, 
at the source, and to express themsehes. Talk radio, Internet 
news groups, and chat ser\'ices are but the beginning. At the 
same time, and for the same reasons, people want to be able to 
rely on what they hear or read, to gain understanding, and to act. 
They will look for ways of verifying, authenticating, and con- 
textualizing their realities, and will rely on information brand 
names, such as n?v Wall Street Joiinuil or Ruah Limbaugh or the 
Electronic I-rontier Foundation. 

As these behavior shifts become more and more apparent, the 
traditional intermediary- in.stitutions that hold onto the former 
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methods of gatekeeping the flow of information will find them- 
selves societal vestiges, superceded by new institutions and 
software programs that provide the guidance, navigation skills and 
analytical abilities forthe same constituencies. To sur\-ive, the older 
intermediaries will have to adapt to the new mediating functions — 
methods that recognize and receive feedback from their constitu- 
encies. They will need to rel^gitimize themselves by listening as 
well as they convey. It is an increasingly complex world where 
adaptation, feedback, and flexibility will be key. 

What we need, then, are new ways to analyze the roles and 
functions of intermediaries, to suggest the essential elements 
necessar\' for success and sustainability, and to de.scribe the 
dangers inherent in both the non-adapting institutions and the 
emerging new ones. I would suggest, as a start, that those entities 
that do not recognize or act on the fact that the direction of 
communications between source and end-user is reversing, i.e, 
that the end user is increasingly becoming the initiator, v^'ill 
ultimately fail. Those that ser\'e the convenience of the new 
directionality by agenting. filtering, integrating, analyzing, 
contextualizing, and authenticating information are likely to be the 
successful new intermediaries in our society. 

In any event, these are suggestions that warrant further thought 
and study in a variety of contexts. 
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